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After two months of distressing news regarding Colombia’s peace talks, which appeared to be
on the verge of collapsing, as the government of President Juan Manuel Santos and the Fuerzas
Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) guerrilla force noted on repeated occasions, a
sense of calm has returned, rekindling hopes among the Colombian people that an end to the halfcentury-long war may yet be possible.
On Dec. 20, 2014, the FARC declared a unilateral and indefinite cease-fire that it observed almost
seamlessly for five months (NotiSur, Jan. 9, 2015). During that time, its actions dropped by 85%,
according to judicial and military figures. But, on May 22, the rebel group returned to fighting after
42 of its members, including two high-ranking commanders who had participated directly in the
peace talks in Havana, Cuba, were killed in a series of bombing raids by the Colombian Army.
Even then, amid verbal threats and bloody attacks being launched on both sides, the Santos
government and the FARC continued negotiating and made various advances. After the rebels,
on July 20, extended a new olive branch by reinitiating its unilateral cease-fire, the government
acknowledged, for the first time in 30 months of negotiations, that it was willing to match the
overture, not with a truce but by observing a "period of cooling off of military actions."
Santos said that state forces, starting that day (July 20), would "slow" the rhythm of their actions.
What exactly that means is unclear, especially given the presence, nestled within the Colombian
military, of extreme-right elements. The truce also runs the risk of being undermined by
paramilitary groups that, despite their name change (the government and media now refer to them
as "criminal gangs") continue to serve drug cartels and major landowners.
The contradictory and worrisome signals—with the exception of the July 20 decision—seemed to
indicate that the peace talks could fall apart at any moment. And yet, in early June, the sides began
talking once again about "when the final peace agreement is signed." They also announced plans
for a post-accord Truth Commission "that will be an independent, impartial, and extrajudicial
mechanism that will allow people to know what occurred, determine who was responsible, and help
identify the victims."

"The pure and clean truth"
The text referring to the Truth Commission that was read in Havana by the representatives from
Cuba and Norway, the two guarantor nations, complies with the concept of international justice as
defined by the International Center for Transitional Justice (ICTJ) in New York. "Transitional justice
refers to the set of judicial and non-judicial measures that have been implemented by different
countries in order to redress the legacies of massive human rights abuses. These measures include
criminal prosecutions, truth commissions, reparations programs, and various kinds of institutional
reforms," the ICTJ says.
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"Transitional justice is not a ‘special’ kind of justice, but an approach to achieving justice in times
of transition from conflict and/or state repression," the organization adds. "By trying to achieve
accountability and redressing victims, transitional justice provides recognition of the rights of
victims, promotes civic trust, and strengthens the democratic rule of law."
The Truth Commission, which will be made up of 11 notable figures, will have access to official
files in order to "learn the pure and clean truth, the causes, and the identities of the people most
responsible for the conflict [because] we need peace, just as we need air to breath, and so that
reconciliation can be built upon a foundation of never again."
The document read in Havana went on to say that, since the transition must lead to social justice and
democracy, there need to be truth, justice, and reparation mechanisms that are based on a political
agreement between the two sides and that take into account the history of the conflict and its
responsible parties. The text says expressly that the object of the commission will be to "shed light
on and learn the truth of what happened in the armed conflict, and to help identify the victims and
the responsibility of those who participated directly or indirectly in the conflict, as a contribution to
truth and the nonrepetition of events."

Belated recognition
The Truth Commission project is also significant in that, by agreeing to it, the government, at
least in a de facto sense, gives the rebels a status similar to that of a belligerent party—a term that
international agreements recognize when an armed group acquires in part of the national territory
characteristics similar to those of a government. The Colombian government has been careful never
to officially grant the FARC such status (NotiSur, Feb. 8, 2008, March 30, 2012, and March 15, 2013).
The Santos government took an earlier step along those lines by agreeing, this past March,
to participate with the rebels in joint mine-clearing efforts, a project that would have been
unimaginable at the outset of the peace process in November 2012 (NotiSur, April 3, 2015). On
July 15, after completing a careful study to determine the areas most in need of attention, a team
of 48 military and three guerrilla experts, together with observers from Cuba, Norway, and the
International Red Cross, finally began removing the mines.
Both Santos and the FARC negotiators celebrated the Truth Commission accord. The rebels,
however, reiterated their opposition to "penal norms designed for just one recipient." In an
interview published July 25 in the Bogota-based magazine Semana, Spanish attorney Enrique
Santiago, a legal advisor to the FARC, said, "When it comes time to judge the crimes committed
during more than five decades of war, it will never be possible to equate the right to rebellion with
state terrorism." He also said that he opposes "the penal norms designed to punish just one side that
the government already presented to Congress and the judiciary without taking into account the
opinion of other parties."
Santiago, who was invited by Norway to represent the guerrillas, went on to say that, if the peace
process is used as a means to judge just one of the parts, the FARC will reject it. "This isn’t an
alternative because the group I represent hasn’t surrendered or been defeated," he said.

Widespread endorsement
The unexpected progress being made in the talks generated a gush of favorable reactions, with
every media outlet in the country offering some kind of analysis. Semana was no exception, and in a
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June 6 article titled "What Purpose Would the Truth Commission Serve?" offered a staunch defense
of the initiative. "The old proverb says that, in war, the first victim is the truth," the article reads.
"That’s why one of the pillars of the peace process, especially given that this is a civil war without
winners or losers, has to be the truth regarding the horrors committed during the conflict."
"The announcement wasn’t only important because it breathes an air of confidence back into the
peace process, allowing it to survive this critical moment, but also because they’re advancing past
the issue of victims, which had bogged the talks down for a year," the Semana piece goes on to say.
"It took at least six months to draft the agreement given the abysmal differences between the two
sides."
Semana then managed, in just one paragraph, to sum up majority opinion on the matter. "This is
no minor issue, because war is an area in which trickery and preconceptions thrive and can develop
into hatred and exclusion. Civilizing a society that was mired in violence requires a collective
acknowledgement of the disaster at hand and a moral rejection of war. This is the way to overcome
conflict," the article reads. "Constructing a nation requires common narratives that allow for the
creation of a shared destiny. That’s why this agreement is so important. … This commission has the
task of telling us what happened in those 50 years of war, why things went to such extremes, who
was affected by it, and which groups were responsible."

No easy task
At this moment of enthusiasm, the media, civil-society organizations, and party leaders—with the
exception of the extreme right—agree on another aspect: that the task ahead is extremely complex.
Discussions have turned to outside examples that, for some observers, don’t offer much in the way
of encouragement. Truth commissions often face resistance and, in many cases, exacerbate political
divisions.
In Colombia, where the peace talks are already polarizing, commission members will clearly
have their work cut out for them. One of the particular problems in the Colombian case is just
how exceptionally long and entangled the war has been, Semana pointed out. The commission’s
challenge, therefore, will be to establish priorities and focus on specific periods and episodes.
In Latin America, commissions of this kind have operated already in El Salvador, Peru, Chile,
Guatemala, Argentina, Uruguay, and Brazil. In the latter, far-right enemies of the truth have
launched a campaign of late that has attached itself to the protests against democratically elected
President Dilma Rousseff and calls for the return of the military governments that afflicted the
country between 1964 and 1985 (NotiSur, April 10, 2015).

-- End --
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